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THE MONKS OF NEW SKETE DOGS: A LEGACY OF
COMPASSIONATE TRAINING AND CANINE WISDOM

Nestled in the rolling hills of Cambridge, New York, the Monks of
New Skete have built an extraordinary reputation that extends
far beyond their spiritual calling. While many know them as a
religious community within the Orthodox Christian tradition, they
have  gained  worldwide  recognition  for  something  quite
unexpected: their profound understanding and training of dogs.
The  Monks  Of  New  Skete  Dogs  program  has  become  a
cornerstone  of  modern,  humane  dog  training,  influencing
thousands  of  pet  owners  and  professional  trainers  alike.
For  decades,  these  monks  have  dedicated  themselves  to  a
unique  mission—bridging  the  gap  between  ancient  monastic
disciplines and the practical needs of everyday dog owners. Their
approach  is  not  merely  about  teaching  commands;  it  is  a
philosophy that emphasizes mutual respect, patience, and a deep
spiritual  connection  between  humans  and  their  canine
companions.  This  article  explores  the  rich  history,  training
principles, and enduring impact of the Monks of New Skete and
their remarkable work with dogs.

The Origins of a Unique
Mission
The story of the Monks of New Skete and their involvement with
dogs began in the late 1960s. The community was founded in
1966 by a group of Franciscan friars who later transitioned to the
Orthodox Church. Initially, they focused on their religious life and
the production of icons and liturgical music. However, a simple
act of kindness changed their trajectory forever.
A stray German Shepherd appeared at their monastery door. The
monks, living a life of hospitality and care for all creatures, took
the dog in. This single act of compassion sparked a deep curiosity
about canine behavior and training. They soon realized that the
principles of  patience,  observation,  and gentle guidance—core
tenets of their spiritual practice—could be applied beautifully to
working  with  dogs.  What  began  as  a  small,  informal  effort  soon
grew into a full-fledged breeding and training program.
Today, the Monks of New Skete are perhaps best known for their
German Shepherd breeding program, which focuses on producing
healthy, well-tempered dogs. But their true legacy lies in their
training philosophy, which they have shared through bestselling

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 Monks Of New Skete Dogs 2024-10-28

books, videos, and in-person training sessions.

THE TRAINING PHILOSOPHY OF THE MONKS OF NEW
SKETE DOGS

The training approach developed by the Monks of New Skete is
distinct from many mainstream methods. It is rooted in what they
call  "compassionate leadership." This philosophy rejects harsh,
punishment-based techniques in favor of a relationship built on
trust, clarity, and mutual understanding.

Understanding the Canine
Mind
The  monks  believe  that  effective  training  begins  with
understanding how dogs perceive the world. They emphasize that
dogs are not small, furry humans; they are sentient beings with
their  own  instincts,  emotions,  and  communication  styles.  By
observing  a  dog's  body  language,  energy,  and  responses,  a
trainer can build a bridge of communication that goes beyond
simple commands.
Central  to  their  method  is  the  idea  of  calm-assertive
leadership.  This does not mean dominance in the traditional,
aggressive sense. Instead, it means being a reliable, consistent,
and trustworthy guide for your dog. When a dog feels secure in
their  leader's  presence,  they  are  more  relaxed,  focused,  and
eager to learn. The monks often say that a dog's greatest need is
for a leader who is both strong and gentle.

Key Principles of Their
Approach

Patience over Pressure: Training should never be
rushed. The monks advocate for slow, steady progress that
respects the individual learning pace of each dog.
Pressuring a dog into obedience through fear or
intimidation can damage the bond and lead to behavioral
issues.
Observation Before Action: Before any training session
begins, the monks spend time simply watching the dog.
They look for signs of stress, excitement, confusion, or
readiness. This observation allows them to tailor their
approach to the dog's current state of mind.
Relationship First: For the Monks of New Skete, training
is not a set of exercises; it is a continuous conversation.
Every interaction—whether it is a walk, a meal, or a training
session—is an opportunity to strengthen the bond between
human and dog. A strong relationship is the foundation
upon which all learning is built.
Consistency and Structure: Dogs thrive on routine and
clear expectations. The monks recommend establishing
consistent rules and boundaries within the home. When a
dog understands what is expected of them, they feel more
secure and are less likely to develop anxiety or unwanted
behaviors.
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THE FAMOUS GERMAN SHEPHERD BREEDING
PROGRAM

While the monks offer training for all breeds, their heart lies with
the  German  Shepherd.  The  Monks  of  New  Skete  German
Shepherds  are  renowned  for  their  excellent  temperament,
intelligence,  and  health.  The  breeding  program  is  small  and
selective,  with  a  strong  emphasis  on  preserving  the  breed's
working abilities while ensuring that each puppy is raised with the
utmost care and socialization.
Puppies from the monastery are not simply bred and sold. They
are  raised  with  a  philosophy  known  as  the  "New  Skete
Method", which involves early neurological stimulation, gentle
handling,  and exposure  to  various  environments  from a  very
young age. This early socialization helps produce dogs that are
confident,  adaptable,  and  well-suited  for  family  life  or  service
work.
Prospective puppy owners often go through a rigorous application
process.  The monks want to ensure that each dog finds a home
that aligns with their temperament and needs. This commitment
to responsible breeding and placement has earned them a loyal
following and a waiting list that can span years.

PUBLICATIONS AND MEDIA IMPACT

The wisdom of the Monks of New Skete dogs has reached a global
audience through their publications. Their book, "How to Be Your
Dog's Best Friend", first published in 1978, has become a classic
in the field of dog training. It has been revised and updated over

the years and remains a go-to resource for dog owners seeking a
humane, holistic approach.
Their other notable works include "The Art of Raising a Puppy"
and "Divine Canine: The Monks' Way to a Happy, Obedient Dog".
These  books  are  not  simply  training  manuals;  they  are
philosophical guides that explore the spiritual dimension of the
human-animal bond. The monks write with a clarity and warmth
that resonates with readers, offering practical advice grounded in
years of firsthand experience.

Television and Online
Presence
In addition to books, the monks have produced training videos
and have been featured in numerous television programs and
documentaries. Their calm, measured teaching style translates
well to the screen, and their advice is often cited by professional
trainers  as  being  both  insightful  and  accessible.  Their  online
platform includes articles,  videos,  and information about their
breeding program, making their resources available to a global
audience.

CONTROVERSY AND CRITICISM: A BALANCED
PERSPECTIVE

No discussion of the Monks of New Skete dogs would be complete
without  acknowledging  the  controversy  that  has  surrounded
some of their historical training methods. In earlier editions of
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their  books, the monks advocated for techniques such as the
"alpha roll"—a physical correction used to assert dominance. In
recent years, this method has come under scrutiny from modern
animal  behaviorists,  who  argue  that  such  techniques  can  be
stressful and potentially harmful to dogs.
To their credit, the monks have listened to the evolving science
of canine behavior. In later revisions of their work, they have
moved  away  from  forceful  corrections  and  now  emphasize
positive  reinforcement  and  relationship-based  training.  This
willingness to adapt and grow is a testament to their genuine
commitment  to  the  well-being  of  dogs.  They  have  publicly
acknowledged that some of their earlier methods were not ideal
and  have  embraced  a  more  compassionate,  science-informed
approach.
This evolution highlights an important point: no training method
is  static.  The  monks'  ability  to  learn,  change,  and  refine  their
techniques over the decades is a mark of their integrity and their
deep respect for the animals they serve.

VISITING THE MONASTERY: A UNIQUE EXPERIENCE

For those who wish to experience the monks' approach firsthand,
the New Skete monastery offers a variety of programs. They host
training sessions, retreats, and seminars on dog behavior and
care. Visitors can walk the grounds, meet the dogs, and observe
the  monks  in  their  daily  work.  The  atmosphere  is  one  of
tranquility and purpose, blending the rhythms of monastic life
with the joyful energy of well-trained dogs.
The monastery also operates a small gift shop where visitors can

purchase books, videos, and other resources. Additionally,  the
monks  are  known  for  their  delicious  cheesecakes  and  other
baked goods, which are sold as a fundraiser for their community
and  their  canine  programs.  This  combination  of  spirituality,
craftsmanship, and canine expertise makes a visit to New Skete a
truly unique experience.

THE SPIRITUAL DIMENSION OF CANINE
COMPANIONSHIP

One of the most distinctive aspects of the Monks of New Skete
dogs philosophy is its spiritual grounding. The monks frequently
draw parallels between the discipline of training a dog and the
discipline of the spiritual life. Both require patience, consistency,
humility,  and  a  willingness  to  listen.  Both  are  built  on
relationships  of  trust  and  love.
For the monks, dogs are not just pets; they are teachers. They
teach us about presence, loyalty, forgiveness, and unconditional
love.  A  dog's  ability  to  live  in  the  moment  is  a  lesson  in
mindfulness.  Their  unwavering  devotion  is  a  reflection  of  divine
love. The monks often say that caring for a dog is a form of
prayer—a  living,  breathing  practice  of  compassion  and
stewardship.
This spiritual perspective adds a layer of depth to their training
advice. They encourage owners to approach their dogs not as
projects to be fixed, but as companions to be honored. This shift
in mindset can transform the entire experience of living with a
dog, turning everyday interactions into opportunities for growth
and connection.
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PRACTICAL TIPS FROM THE MONKS OF NEW SKETE
DOGS

While the monks' philosophy is profound, they also offer plenty of
practical, actionable advice for everyday dog owners. Here are
some key takeaways:

Start Early: Socialization and basic training should begin
as early as possible. Puppies are most receptive to new
experiences between 8 and 16 weeks of age.
Use Positive Reinforcement: Reward desired behaviors
with treats, praise, or play. This creates a positive
association and encourages your dog to repeat the
behavior.
Be Consistent: Use the same command words and hand
signals each time. Ensure that all family members follow
the same rules to avoid confusing your dog.
Practice Patience: Dogs learn at different rates. If your
dog is struggling with a command, take a step back and
break the task into smaller steps. Never punish confusion.
Walk with Purpose: The walk is not just for exercise; it is
a training opportunity. Walk with confidence and calm
energy, and encourage your dog to focus on you.
Create a Routine: Dogs feel secure when they know what
to expect. Establish regular times for meals, walks, training,
and rest.
End on a Positive Note: Always finish training sessions
with a success, even if it is a simple command your dog
knows well. This builds confidence and leaves a positive

impression.

These tips, while simple, are backed by decades of experience
and a  deep understanding of  canine  psychology.  The monks'
advice is timeless because it is rooted in respect for the dog as a
sentient being.

THE FUTURE OF THE MONKS OF NEW SKETE DOGS
LEGACY

As  the  monks  age  and  the  community  evolves,  questions
naturally  arise  about  the  future  of  their  dog  program.  The
monastery  continues  to  breed  German  Shepherds  and  offer
training resources, but they are also training the next generation
of trainers and caretakers. Their books and videos will continue to
educate and inspire dog owners for decades to come.
The legacy of the Monks of New Skete dogs is not just in the dogs
they have trained or the books they have written. It is in the
countless people they have taught to see their dogs as partners
rather than possessions. It is in the shift toward more humane,
compassionate training methods that has taken place across the
dog training world. And it is in the quiet, powerful example they
have set of a life lived with purpose, patience, and love for all
creatures.

CONCLUSION

The  Monks  of  New  Skete  dogs  represent  a  remarkable
intersection  of  spirituality,  discipline,  and  canine  care.  From
humble beginnings with a single stray dog, they have built an
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enduring legacy that has touched the lives of dog owners around
the  world.  Their  training  philosophy—rooted  in  compassion,
observation, and calm leadership—offers a humane and effective
path to a harmonious relationship with our canine companions.
Whether  you  are  a  first-time  dog  owner  or  a  seasoned

professional,  the  teachings  of  the  Monks  of  New  Skete  offer
valuable insights that go beyond simple obedience. They remind
us that training is not about control; it is about connection. And
that the bond between a human and a dog, when nurtured with
patience and love, can be one


